Effects of handling, administration of a local anesthetic, and electrical dehorning on plasma cortisol in Holstein calves.
Effects of handling, administration of a local anesthetic, and electrical dehorning on plasma cortisol were measured in Holstein heifer calves. Jugular blood was sampled from 24 calves (age, 7 to 16 wk) within 1 to 2 min after entering their pen (baseline, 0800 h). All calves were then haltered, placed in a restraint chute, an unheated electrical dehorner applied to each horn stump, and a second jugular blood sample obtained 30 min later (handling). Calves were then divided into control and test groups (12 calves). For the next 2 consecutive d the sequence of sampling blood and handling were the same except that 1) for control calves a heated dehorner was used on d 2 (dehorning), and 2) for test calves the cornual nerve of each horn stump was injected with 5 ml lidocaine prior to applying an unheated dehorner on d 2 (administration of anesthetic) and a heated dehorner on d 3 (combination of anesthetic and dehorning). Handling, injection of an anesthetic, and dehorning were stressful and increased plasma cortisol of calves 5.4, 16.8, and 28.3 ng/ml above baseline, respectively. Dehorning and the combination of injecting lidocaine and dehorning resulted in similar increases in plasma cortisol. Different responses in plasma cortisol in individual calves exposed to similar stimuli suggest that synthesis and release of cortisol can be modified.